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INTRODUCTION

The "re-discovery" of the landscape may, at first, seem a rather odd sort of finding.
The landscape seems to us as readily apparent and in little need of scientific expertise to
confirm its existence. Nature is often represented as a refuge from culture, a place where
meanings and feelings come simply and immediately.

In the writings of many

environmentalists, the imagery of nature is often one of a separate conceptual space apart
from the meaning systems imposed by society.

In In the Absence of the Sacred (San

Francisco: Sierra Club Books, 1991), Jerry Mander expresses concern over the loss of nature
and humankind's contact with it. Mander writes,
From morning to night we walk through a world that is totally manufactured, a creation
of human invention. We are surrounded by pavement, machinery, gigantic concrete
structures .... They are what we touch, observe, react to. They are themselves
"information", in that they shape how we think and, in the absence of an alternate reality
(i.e., nature), what we think about and know .... Living constantly inside an environment
of our own invention, reacting solely to things we ourselves have created, we are
essentially living inside our own minds. 1
For Mander, nature has been subdued and reorganized into the fantasies and inventions of
our own minds. Nature, the one thing "outside" of our minds, independent of our cultural
productions, has been lost.
Bill McKibben, in The End of Nature (New York; Doubleday, 1990), describes a
similar loss. McKibben sees the end of nature in its loss of independence from human
activity. Nature, once a large, independent force that continued on its own, has become
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damaged and constrained to fit the perceived needs of people.

McKibben's argument

establishes the referents of "sick" nature and defines the markers of the "un-natural" in the
material environment. While understanding the desire to differentiate a representation of
"good" nature from the "un-natural" for political reasons, environmental rhetoric of this sort
denies the social processes involved in the production of what will constitute "nature". Lost
in the shuffle of environmental activism, perhaps, is a focus on the social practices of
constructing "the natural."
In the arena of conservation politics all landscapes are not created equal. The use of
classification schemes establish hierarchies or at least dichotomies between good/bad or
better/worse representatives of nature. These classifications are quite varied, often complex,
and range from internationally employed global rankings of rarity to local categorizations of
soil types and moisture gradients. The rankings and classifications serve to order the many
landscapes and landscape components in a way that conservationists argue allows them to
make informed decisions as to what areas will be "saved" and which species will be restored.
With limited resources to spend in the practice of land conservation, private and public
agencies must have agreed upon understandings of what it is they are trying to save and
which of these things will have priority. Often, as is the case with The Nature Conservancy,
the scientific classifications establish priorities that make one landscape a "Last Great Place"
deserving millions of dollars in resources to protect and another "just a degraded woodlot"
to be left for local communities or individuals, with little resources, to decide its fate. As
is the motto at Nature Conservancy offices across the U.S. , good conservation priorities are
"science driven. "
A change in a classification or definition, however, can turn a rejected, overgrown wood
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lot into one of the rarest ecosystems in the world and reorient conservation practices
nationwide. In the case of the Midwest Oak Savanna ecosystem, a new classification appears
to be doing just that. Whereas this landscape type was once a low priority for acquisition
and conservation by public and private agencies and its floral composition considered
indistinct from other established ecosystems, it is now considered by some to be the
conservation and restoration priority in the region.

CHAPTER 1
DEFINING NATURAL VALUES AS PROBLEMATIC

The "re-discovery" of the Oak Savanna ecosystem provides a case study of the process
of constructing the natural and the guidelines by which it is judged. This process is one
undertaken by a community of scientists interested in both understanding and "saving"
nature. This paper explores the activities of one of these scientists as he puts forth a claim
as to the distinctive flora of the Oak Savanna and re-defines its presence and importance on
the Illinois landscape. To follow this ecosystem requires a perspective in which nature does
not decide the fact of Oak Savannas. Instead, we look to the social processes involved in
settling the controversy as the cause of nature's representation. This perspective has been
developed within the sociology of science and it is there that I begin. From this work I take
a position which I carry through other literatures as they inform the methodological and
theoretical bases of this research.

Restoration and its Natural History of the "Natural"
For the ecological restorationist, the natural landscape is not a place separate from
human involvement or activity. On the contrary, argue restorationists, many activities of
human beings have a long and important relationship to the evolution of the natural
landscape. Not all human activity is "natural", however, and restoration ecologists have a
very specific definition of natural activity and the "natural" condition of the landscape. For
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Steve Packard, Director of Science and Stewardship for The Nature Conservancy of Illinois,
the landscape that was here prior to European settlement is quite different than the natural
landscape today, and these changes have resulted in the elimination and endangerment of
plant and animal species and the habitats that support them (Packard 1993). The goal of
ecological restoration is to determine what a site's or region's landscape looked like prior to
European settlement and return it to a functional version of that more "natural" and
biodiverse condition. The choice of pre-European settlement as the historical reference point
for "natural" is, admit restorationists, a somewhat arbitrary selection in the life of the
landscape (Jordan 1991).

Certainly the period of geologic time when much of the

midwestern U.S. was covered in ice would be an equally "natural" moment to shoot for in
the restoration of Northern Illinois.

Aside from the

difficulty of maintaining such a

restoration during the summer months, the problem with this historical reference point for
restorationists is that it lacks the species diversity and the historical circumstances that
morally demand our action. In describing the need to do ecological restoration, Packard
argued that "we have a commitment to do what history requires of us. "1 The Ice Age does
not establish any ethical reason why it should be recovered - humans didn't do anything to
alter or remove its characteristic presence on the landscape. The landscape's condition just
prior to European settlement, however, has been greatly altered by human activity in the
U.S. over the last two centuries and does implicate the European settlers and their
descendants in such landscape transformations.
Native Americans "were as much part of nature here as were the beaver, buffalo, bear

1

Steve Packard, Director of Science and Stewardship, Illinois Chapter of The Nature
Conservancy, interview by the author, February 1994, Chicago. Tape recording.
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and bumble bee" argues Packard in his definition of "natural" (Packard 1993). The native
inhabitants of Illinois lived in a way that allowed nature to proceed, to evolve over thousands
of years with minimal interference to the natural condition of the landscape. In fact, human
activity, such as the burning of the prairie by native americans, is part of the history and
evolution of the American landscape, argues Packard (1988). A boundary is established
here, one of many we shall encounter in the making of the Oak Savanna, that defines some
human activities as "natural" and other activities as decidedly "un-natural." For Packard,
this boundary is drawn in terms of a time scale in which human activity, or any activity for
that matter, is judged in terms of how rapid the change is that alters a natural community due
to that activity. To put it rather crudely; if these changes occur over sufficient time to imply
evolutionary adaptation then it is a "natural" activity, ifthe changes occur rapidly and species
loss or alteration is determined to be non-evolutionary then we have undesirable or "unnatural" human activity (Packard 1993). This definition of "natural" activity creates a space
for ecological restorationists to pursue rapid alterations of the present landscape while
remaining within the boundaries of desirable, "natural" activity. Acting on behalf of the
ancient specie lineages and the furtherance of evolutionary adaptation allows for the practices
of ecological restoration to be established as living, once again, with nature.
This definition of natural, argues Packard, comes from the findings of conservationists
and the experiences of nature preserve managers whose growing wisdom is coming in
conflict with the traditional culture understandings of "nature." As Packard puts it, "Ideas
about nature that are deeply ingrained in our culture are coming into conflict with new
directions in the science and practice of nature conservation. "2 The scientific activities of

2

Steve Packard, "Restoring Oak Ecosystems," Restoration and Management Notes 11, 1: 6.
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conservation biologists and ecological restorationists, it appears, are sufficiently removed
from culture-bound ways of knowing.

The "eco-truths" these scientists produce are

discovered outside of culture and then must be incorporated into cultural meaning systems.
This boundary established between scientific practices and cultural practices will be explored
later within the context of expertise and the determination of who can accurately speak for
nature in the case of the Oak Savanna.

The Sociology of Science and Scientific Knowledge
Recent work in the sociology of science has explored the contingent character of
scientific knowledge (Latour 1987; Latour and Woolgar 1979; Knorr-Cetina 1981; Pinch
1986). These knowledges were no longer viewed as resources to define the scientists in
relation to his or her field, but as social phenomena to be explained. In these constructivist
approaches to science, scientific practice is seen as the activities required to convince and
enroll support in order to "harden" facts about the natural world (Latour 1987). Truths about
natural phenomenon were socially accomplished not objectively "discovered" (Shapin and
Schaffer 1985). Artifactual nature, from this perspective, underdetermines the meanings and
understandings associated with it. The material reality of an oak tree, for example, is not
denied by the constructivist, yet the oak tree is not seen as something "more real", as if
separate from the social and historical contexts in which it is embedded. Understanding an
oak tree requires an understanding of the varying social contexts within which it is made
sense of.
In order to explore the "making" of an ecosystem, then, I look for the interpreter whose
established skills allows him or her to act as a sort of spokesperson for the natural system
under study.

This spokesperson, or scientist, establishes his or her claim about nature
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through the use of representations that demonstrate to others the "reality" of the natural
"things". Latour and Woolgar (1979) called these representations of reality inscriptions.
The inscriptions, whether printouts from a mass spectrometer or historical land surveys, are
documents that make the claims as to the reality of a natural "thing" easily readable (Latour
1987). The inscriptions transform the many "things" of nature into readable documents that
are able to convince and enroll allies much removed from the actual site of the natural
phenomenon.
For Latour (1983, 1987), this is the central activity of science; producing inscriptions,
and incorporating and/or problematizing the inscriptions of others in order to make a claim
about the "reality" of nature. From this Latourian constructivist perspective scientific claims
about nature involve many layers of representation that may stretch back hundreds of years
traversing many levels of knowledge. If one were to actually "peel back" these layers in
hopes of finding final ground in "real nature", argues Latour, one would be quite
disappointed. Scientific understandings of nature spring forth not from any "real" or "actual"
qualities of material nature but grow out of the practice of creating inscriptions or
representations of "real" nature. This does not mean science is a lie. On the contrary,
science and scientific knowledge contributes one of many partial truths that define the world
(Haraway 1989). The constructivist approach to science argues that scientific practice is
much like other forms of claims making that utilize the rhetorical practices of representation
and the enrollment of allies.

Constructing Boundaries
There is another aspect of scientific practice that must be considered. An individual's
status as "spokesperson" for nature must be gained or granted by others. Once credentialed
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as an expert spokesperson, the scientist must also protect his or her expertise. The boundary
between science and non-science, and thus expert and non-expert, is a carefully guarded one
(Gieryn 1983; Nelkin 1987). Only a select few individuals or groups have the social status
necessary to speak for nature in any particular context. In the case of the ecosystem studied
here, the boundaries between the expert and lay person is challenged and the doing of science
.M a "scientist" is reevaluated.

Establishing the Oak Savanna as a distinct, important community is also the
establishment of a distinct and important type of ecological science.

Practitioners of

restoration ecology are judged along with the Oak Savanna as the physical boundaries of the
ecosystem are co-constructed along with the boundaries of expertise for drawing them.
"Boundary work" as defined by Thomas Gieryn (1983) involves the active definition of the
characteristics that establish the contents on each side of a contested boundary.

This

understanding allows the sociological researcher to examine the practices of making and
maintaining expertise in the activities of scientists. While central to the construction of
expertise, the production of inscriptions and bigger and better inscription devices alone will
does not maintain the privileged status of certain communities of experts. Boundary Work
in science involves other rhetorical practices which seek to define potentially threatening
alternative representations of "reality" as safely outside the confines of "objective, scientific
practice." The boundary between religion and science is a classic example of a boundary
dispute in which different ways of "knowing" the world and methods for achieving that
knowledge conflict with each other. Creation science, for example, is continually re-defined
by "real" scientists in order to maintain a firm boundary between their work and the work
of the "religious others."

10
Boundaries also exist around other spheres of social life. Donna Haraway (1989, 1991)
and Robert Wuthnow (1988) use the notion of boundaries to explore how they are
constructed in ways that define the social and material world.

For Haraway (1991),

boundaries are constructed between human/non-human, biological/technological and
nature/culture. These boundaries are socially constructed barriers that separate and define
our experience of others, be they plant, animal, human or machine. Science, for Haraway,
is about making boundaries, not only ones defining scientific expertise, but ones that serve
to organize all of our experiences of the natural world. On aspect of the sociologist's job,
then, is to explore the ways in which these boundaries are constructed and by whom. While
these boundaries are socially and historically contingent constructs, they have "real" effects
for Haraway. The actual and potential effects of certain boundary constructions are explored
by Haraway (1991) and their differential impact on certain human groups and the planet in
general are criticized.
Robert Wuthnow's exploration of the flexibility of the boundaries defining the spheres
of social life contributes another perspective on the construction of boundaries (1988).
Similar to the arguments of Gieryn (1983), Wuthnow demonstrates the importance of
establishing legitimacy to make claims about "reality" by defining the social spheres within
which one's expertise adequately operates. Looking at the political rise of the religious right
in the late 1970's, Wuthnow (1988) argues that a critical component in allowing this rise is
the successful redefinition of ethical, political and economic concerns. Religious leaders
were able to overlap cultural understandings of the political and ethical spheres of life and
thus expand their legitimate ability to comment in the political arena. Whereas these leaders
were once limited to the moral or ethical concerns of social life they were now credentialed
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for comment on political and economic issues facing early 1980's America. This was done,
argues Wuthnow, by redefining the boundaries around social spheres not by changing,
internally, what it means to be religious. As I will demonstrate in the case of the Oak
Savanna ecosystem, a similar process occurs when Oak Savanna restorationists tum their
attention to challenges from outside the scientific community.

The Sociology of Technology
Only recently have constructivist approaches to scientific knowledge been applied to
understanding the "social shaping of technology" (MacKenzie and Wajcman 1985; Pinch and
Bijker 1987). The "things" of the material world have functions, shapes and meanings that
are the result of a network of actants whose combined influence shapes the design and use
of technology (Callon 1987). The apparent effectiveness of a technology does not exclude
it from sociological analysis. Michel Callon (1980) has explored this issue in a case study
on the electric vehicle in France and finds much of the questions determining the usefulness
of a technology is contingent and negotiable.

The sociological approach towards

understanding technology and the built environment avoids the linear models that imply direct
and inevitable stages of development.

The sociological models allow for the many,

multidirectional influences and potential outcomes that shape the final "shape" of a
technology (Pinch and Bijker 1987).
Another strand of research in the sociological literature on technology deals with
democratic control of technology. This literature is diverse and explores issues of expertise
(Nelkin 1975), technological policy (Lewis 1993) and democratic participation (Sclove 1993;
Winner 1984) in the making and implementation of technology.

Central to all of these

concerns, whether addressed directly or not, is the political nature of material artifacts. "Do
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artifacts have politics?" asks Langdon Winner (1984) in his examination of the design and
use of bridges over a freeway into New York City. These bridges where designed with low
clearance which prevented buses, usually carrying poor, black riders, from making it under
them. For Winner, these material objects had very obvious politics. Certainly, in this case
the context of disproportionate usage of public transportation by lower class blacks made the
low bridges a more urgent political issue. The contexts in which material objects are made
and used determine their politics.
Richard Sclove (1994) understands the design and implementation of technologies as a
critical site for democratic participation. Given a context for the use of a technology or the
lived experience in the built environment there are political outcomes of these technological
choices for the users. For Sclove, these outcomes can and should be anticipated in the
design process and can best be accounted for by the public participation by those who will
be affected by the technological choices made.

In proposing "community" control of

technology, Sclove is also proposing new ideas about the basis of "community" and public
life. As we shall see in the case of the Oak Savanna, the reclassification of nature and the
establishment of the technologies to do so simultaneously construct the notion of a
"community" of experts and important contributors who can best define what is best for
nature and the society that lives within it.

Defining Environmental Sociology
The focus of environmental sociology has been somewhat unclear since Riley Dunlap
and William Catton (1978, 1979) first introduced the new perspective for seeing the material
environment as important for sociological study. Their emphasis, and the emphases of the
research that followed, assumed the "natural environment" as given and viewed human
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activities in relation to the impact on it.

The human-environment relationship was a

reciprocal one for these researchers, with both imposing limitations on the other. Recently,
there has been a split among sociologists working on environmental issues and politics. This
split has been characterized as between those doing a "sociology of the environment" and
those doing "environmental sociology" (Kroll-Smith and Laska 1994).

Kroll-Smith and

Laska (1994) define "sociology of the environment" as an approach informed by
constructivism in which "the organic environment is analytically silent, represented

•

exclusively by the concepts of sociology. "3 "Environmental sociology," on the other hand,
accepts the "dual nature" of the environment as both a biological reality and a social
representation. This latter sociology is preferred by Kroll-Smith and Laska (1994) as it is
best equipped to deal with their proposed "dual nature" of the environment and the reciprocal
relationship they argue exists between the environment and society.
This paper assumes the material, biological components that make up the environment
are "real" in some sense and do exist regardless of the social processes by which humans
define and understand these environmental phenomenon.

As a sociologist of science,

however, I am not willing to accept and use unproblematically any definition of what the
environment is and what its healthy organization should be. It is the goal of this research
to explore a case of how these things are constructed and how the social negotiation of what
constitutes the environment and its condition may work.

Scientific descriptions of the

"environment" and "environmental problems" are political statements.

3

These scientific

Steve Kroll-Smith and Shirley Laska, "The GEC Debate: Notes on Theorizing and Researching
the Environment; or, Where is our Newton?" Environment. Technology. and Society, Newsletter
of the Section on Environment and Technology, American Sociological Association Winter, 1994:
3.
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statements are important but should not be used uncarefully as resources to define the
environmental problem we, as sociologists, are exploring.

It is my position that

environmental sociology informed by a constructivist position allows for a more complete and
open account of environmental problems without loosing the ability to act politically and
contribute to the resolution of such problems.

Following an Ecosystem
In order to understand how an ecosystem comes to be an observable system upon the
landscape we must look to the actors who have succeeded in defining its presence. Nature
can not be looked to for answers for it is the result of scientific debate and negotiation
(Latour 1987). It is the actions of the scientists that have made the Oak Savanna a "real"
ecosystem and it is the particulars of their practice that I, as analyst, must look. These
practices involve the production of inscriptions, the negotiation of expertise and boundaries
of scientific activity, and the enrollment of human and non-human resources in support of
a claim. All of these activities result in observable traces - A published paper, a letter to
the editor of a journal, the training of field assistants, the organization of conferences and
media events, to name a few. These things form the data by which the reasons for the Oak
Savanna's presence can be found.
In some respects this research proceeded for almost a year before I was aware that I was
undertaking it. I was employed during this year by the Illinois Field Office of The Nature
Conservancy as their Information Manager.

This work included the organization and

maintenance of their Biological Conservation Database (BCD). This database contained not
only records of every TNC land purchase and preserve site in Illinois but contained a
database of all common and endangered species of plant and animal in Illinois. Contained
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in another level of the database were records pertaining to the natural community or
ecosystem types found throughout the state. Each of the species and each of the natural
community types were assigned a ranking that represented the natural items quality as well
as its relative rarity in the state, the U.S. and the world.

BCD was a critical tool for

establishing conservation priorities for TNC and the state Department of Conservation. The
importance of the BCD representations of the natural world were constantly made clear to
me during my daily activities in the conservancy. The many informal talks and meetings
during my tenure at TNC produced were central to the early stages of this research.
In order to explore the nature of the Oak Savanna debate, I relied heavily on content
analysis of the journal and newsletter articles produced by the various actors for the period
1988 to 1994. These sources included those publications central to restoration ecologists,
lay volunteers, and the broader ecological science community. Analysis of this literature not
only helped to frame the debate but provided valuable insight into the specific rhetorical
strategies employed in making and countering of claims. Exploring the relevant publications
also established the chain of references and enrollment that would prove essential in
distinguishing claims and points of contention. The articles examined largely told the public
•

story and active claims making strategies of the actors in the Oak Savanna debate.
In order to supplement the content analysis I had several formal and informal interviews
with the various actors in the debate. I interviewed Steve Packard twice (once informally as
fellow employee and once formally as analyst) as a means for expanding on areas left
untouched in the literature and to explore issues that Steve may have found important to
relate to me. The formal interview largely took the form of his trying to enroll me into his
interpretation of the situation. While perhaps a little uncomfortable at times, this proved
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quite helpful as I was able to see the strategies used and the limitations such enrollment had
on defining space for alternative interpretations. In addition to Steve Packard I interviewed
one organizational leader in the Volunteer Stewardship Network (VSN), and one woman who
worked for the EPA and volunteered for the VSN and was partly responsible for organizing
the Oak Savanna Conference.
I had several informal interviews with volunteer restorationists during several of the
sunday work days that I attended. These interviews, along with the 3 month period spent
as a volunteer steward, allowed me insight into the feeling and approach of these "citizen
scientists" as we reestablished the "natural" condition of the land.

In addition to the 3

months as volunteer steward, I was able to partake in the Oak Savanna Conference working
sessions as a session recorder in which I could watch the interaction of the various groups

•

as they debated the reality of the Oak Savanna in hopes of producing a national recovery
plan.

Doing Restoration
The Nature Conservancy (TNC) was incorporated in 1951 as a scientific and educational
organization dedicated to the conservation of natural diversity.

According to TNC's

Communication Department's 1990 "Fact Sheet," the Conservancy
works by:
Identifying lands that shelter the best examples of natural communities and species;
determining what is truly rare and where it exists.
Protecting habitats and natural systems through acquisition by gift or purchase;
assisting government and other conservation organizations in their land preservation
efforts.
Managing more than 1,600 preserves using staff and volunteer land stewards;
encouraging compatible use of the sanctuaries by researchers, students, and the public.
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The management activities of TNC are carried out by both Conservancy professionals and
volunteer organizations.

While the three components of TNC's work are considered

separately, each one is dependent upon the others in practice. In the case of management
activities, the areas to be managed must be defined as biologically significant and the areas
"secured" from damage or other management activities that may decrease the biological
diversity or significance. Inthe case of the Oak Savanna "re-discovery" and restoration we
find the management activities restoring the ecosystem also the activity which defines the
ecosystem's existance and biological value.
In Illinois, the Volunteer Stewardship Network (VSN) works under the leadership of the
states TNC chapter to restore and maintain the biological health of preserves either owned
by TNC or managed by them. In 1983, the Illinois Chapter of TNC along with the Illinois
Nature Preserves Commission brought together several existing volunteer restoration projects,
and recruited for new groups, under the banner of VSN. The VSN would help organize the
continuing restoration and management of public and private preserves throughout the state.
As of 1993, the VSN had membership of nearly 4,000 that actively managed 27 ,364 acres
of land in Illinois. According to the Illinois TNC newsletter,
The VSN fills an important niche because natural areas in Illinois need more than legal
protection to be preserved. Sites must be actively managed to compensate for the
absence of fire, a powerful natural element that is necessary to sustain the state's
native ecosystems .... "The VSN is reversing traditions of misuse and abuse and is
establishing new traditions of appreciation and awareness for our natural areas," says
Steve Byers, field representative for the Illinois Nature Preserves Commission. "Very
little management would take place on nature preserve sites if there were no
volunteers. "4
The work of restoration involves the removal of "non-native" species and the

4

Kathleen Rude, "The Volunteer Stewardship Network: 10 Years of Service to the Illinois
Landscape," The Conservator Fall 1993: 2.
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introduction and facilitation of the growth of native Illinois plant species.

"Non-native"

species are those plants which were not present on the Illinois landscape prior to European
settlement. Often, these plants are quite hardy and can grow so quickly and abundantly thast
they crowd out and prevent the growth of other, native species. Work for the volunteer
restorationist involves many hours of cutting brush and removing thousands of "non-native"
plants and "weeds". The underlying justification for these activities and others, such as the
application of fire, is that they are "natural activities" that have been removed from the
landscape since European settlement. To guide their restoration work the restorationists
establish the historical context and condition of the landscape. In one sense, the work of
restoration requires the construction of the past landscape in order to "re-discover" the
present.
Historical records, including early land surveys, are often used to establish the presettlement appearance of natural areas. These historical accounts vary in form from 16th
century traveler's diaries to 1960's promotional photographs of county forest preserves.
These accounts also vary in quality from the systematic accounting of vegetation in
government land surveys to vague references concerning one individual's impression of the
landscape found in a letter written to a loved one.

Many of the historical records are

sufficiently vague to allow considerable freedom for interpretation.

Forman and Russell

(1983), writing on the use of historical accounts in ecology, warn against the potential
dangers of the uncareful analysis of such data. They recommend that ecologists examine the
broader historical and ecological contexts of such accounts and that the special interests or
biases of the producers of the records be determined.

Noss (1985) cites the following

passage from Henry Hudson's journal of 1609 which, in addition to discussing the vegetation
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along the Hudson river, states, "this morning, one of our company looking over boord saw
a mermaid ... her backe and breasts were like a womans .. .in her going down they saw her
tayle, which was like the tayle of a porposse, and speckled like a Macrell". Unless one is
making a case for the reintroduction of mermaids into New York state's ecology, this account
is useless. Nonetheless, many detailed and useful inscriptions remain to restorationists and
provide information unobtainable elsewhere (Noss 1985) and, more importantly, provide for
the mobilization of distant, historical voices to confirm the "discoveries", or "re-discoveries"
on the contemporary landscape.

CHAPTER 2
CONSTRUCTING THE CLAIM

The Oak Savanna's recognition as a distinct ecosystem worthy of restoration and
protection required the establishment of its presence in both the historical record and the
present day landscape of Illinois. Establishing its historical/contemporary presence meant
arguing that their was something different about this ecosystem that warranted the creation
of a boundary between it and the other ecosystems already established on the landscape
continuum of Illinois.

The notion of an Oak Savanna type landscape was not new to

ecological science. It had long been thought of as a transitional segment of the Midwestern
U.S. landscape that was intermediate to the prairies of the west and the forest ecosystems of
the east. The Oak Savanna was thought of as an ecotone with its floral species found in
greater numbers in either the prairie or forest communities that surrounded it (Curtis 1959).
It was nothing more than a prairie with trees. Thus, the Oak Savanna was not a conservation
priority because either the forest or prairie ecosystems afforded the protection of the same
species in greater numbers than the savanna. Packard claimed that the Oak Savanna is an
ecosystem distinct from the prairie and forest with rare species dependent upon its particular
characteristics to survive.

Making the Land Speak Truth
In a 1988 article entitled, "Just a Few Oddball Species: Restoration and the Rediscovery
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of the Tallgrass Savanna,"

Steve Packard presented his findings concerning the "re-

discovered" Oak Savanna. The article tells the tale of a natural community trying to make
its "needs" clear to a group of prairie restorationists who were trying to make something else
grow on its soil. The discovery in this story is prompted, it appears, by the demands of the
ancient ecosystem. "Nature tells us if we've got it right" Steve once told me 1 • The passive
reception of the restorationist is a recurring image throughout the claims making tale. Nature
is not being made to speak by manipulative restorationists but is simply being listened to.
Packard says,
It was not our intention to rediscover the savanna. We learned about it because we tried
to do something else in a rigorous and non-compromising way .... Looking back, I realize
that part of our problem was that we were thinking too much about prairie and weren't
picking up what this other community - the savanna - was trying to tell us. 2

What the restorationist tried to do was restore prairie to an area that included a number
of old Oak trees. The areas around the trees were burned, cleared of brush and reseeded
with native prairie species. Unfortunately, the prairie seeds failed to produce any viable
plants in the shade of the trees. This practice was carried out at several preserve sites and
each produced similarly dismal results. But finally, the Oak Savanna's cries were heard and
Packard discovered three species growing under the trees at one site. According to Packard,
these plants were not representative of the prairie species that the restorationists were trying
to establish around the Oaks. In fact, he wasn't quite certain what they were. These three
grass species prove to be the basis of Packard's claim as to the distinctive flora of the Oak
Savanna.

1

2

Steve Packard, personal communication with the author, January 1991, Chicago.

Steve Packard, "Just a Few Oddball Species: Restoration and the Rediscovery of the Tallgrass
Savanna," Restoration and Management Notes 6, 1: 13 & 17.
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Three species popping up around some Oak trees after burning does not an ecosystem
make. To expand beyond this limited finding Packard employed a list of associated species
for the region (Packard 1988). According to ecologists, plant populations do not occur
randomly across the landscape. Instead, they argue, plants depend on certain geographical
characteristics to survive. The properties of the soil, the topography of the landscape, the
light and temperature specifics of a site all play a role in determining if an area is suitable
for certain plants to grow or not. These geographical factors tend to allow for certain plant
assemblages to often appear together as they share similar requirements for growth and
survival. After identifying his three mysterious species, Packard then expanded his list to
include those found to be associated with these three species. The species found on the
preserve site "now appeared to be not so miscellaneous" and were indeed listed as associates
of each other or had associates in common. Packard enrollment of these previous ecological
studies allowed them to tell about the Oak Savanna too. Other voices were soon enrolled into
the chorus of the savanna.
As I have noted earlier, demonstrating the "reality" of an ecosystem's presence requires
not only the evidence found on contemporary preserve sites but in the historical record as
well. The evidence of the Oak Savanna as pre-settlement condition of the Illinois landscape
would be necessary to make the present day findings valid. Packard would needed to not
only enroll the "voices" of the ecosystem and contemporary ecologists but the historical
voices of the earlier settlers who may have seen the land prior to its transformation. All of
these voices are made to call out in unison the reality of the Oak Savanna. Yet, the historical
records must be made to speak to the existence of an ecosystem that is largely, if not
completely, absent from the landscape.
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In the case of the Oak Savanna "re-discovery," the historical records are used primarily
to confirm the floral composition of the ecosystem. This is a more difficult task for there
must be a way to "see" the Oak Savanna flora in the degraded areas where they may have
once been but are not any more. This difficulty becomes, at once, a curse and a blessing for
Packard. It is seemingly a curse because it inhibits the correlation of historical records to
the present floral components of the site. As an inscription to make the present landscape
more clearly "readable" as savanna, the historical records fail as the landscape appears
insufficiently connected to them.

The reason for this, Packard argues, is that there is

something special about the Oak Savanna,

that makes it difficult to see so long after

settlement. Ironically, the curse of the savanna's invisibility becomes central to Packard's
eventual argument for its clear presence on the landscape. In the case of the Oak Savanna,
the invisibility is produced in order to "re-discover" the ecosystem and make it "re-appear"
with new inscription devices.

In other words, the Oak Savanna must be gone from the

contemporary, post-settlement landscape if it is going to be what Packard claims. In doing
so, Packard is not only able to enroll the historical records and refute others who claimed to
"see" the savanna but introduce the centrality of restoration techniques as the appropriate
tools for "seeing" this ecosystem.

Invisibility as Proof of Existence
From the constructivist standpoint, all ecosystems or classifications of the landscape are
invisible until socially produced and made "natural" upon the terrain. In the case of the Oak
Savanna, its absence from the landscape is given meaning in order to restore it as an
important component of Illinois nature. For restorationists, explaining the mechanisms of
the disappearance of an ecosystem defines the means for getting it back. Steve Packard
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described this to me as not only being able to take a watch apart and know all the pieces, but
learning how each part functions in relation to all the other parts and being able to put it
together and make it run. In order to "re-discover" the Oak Savanna, Packard must construct
an explanation as to why it is not seen upon the landscape presently and how this process of
"degradation" gives clues as how to better "see" this vanishing ecosystem more clearly.
In 1836, writing about the barrens3 in southern Illinois, Henry Engelmann described
the processes of change that occurred on this landscape community as fires were suppressed
following settlement.

Packard explained Engelmann's description as one in which the

savanna community, dependent upon fire to maintain itself, was quickly grown over with
trees (Packard 1988). The savannas had disappeared, it appeared to Packard, because of the
fire suppression practices of the European settlers.

The mechanism that maintained the

characteristic floral community of the savanna, fire, needed to be returned to these areas in
order to allow ecologists to really see and judge this community.

In addition, argues

Packard, the invisibility of the savanna to organizations wishing to preserve high quality
remnants of this rare community was due to their looking for the wrong thing. They were
looking for "undisturbed stands of oaks with prairie flora underneath" (Packard, 1988). They
couldn't really see Oak Savanna that way.

They hadn't paid proper attention to the

disturbance mechanisms that maintained the savanna as savanna, thus looking for the wrong
things.
The invisibility of the Oak Savanna, it appeared to Packard, was occurring on two
levels. On a physical level, the ecosystem's historical relationship to fire disturbance that
was severed post-settlement eliminated the characteristic floral community that defined the

3

Packard argues that barrens were what savannas were once called throughout the midwest.
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savanna. On a conceptual level, the ecologists who searched for something they thought was
savanna couldn't see it because they looked for the wrong thing. According to Packard, they
were searching in error for two reasons.

One, they failed to adequately grasp the fire

dependent quality of Oak Savanna and continued to look for undisturbed stands of Oak as
possible savanna sites.

Secondly, previous ecologists were looking for an understory4

composed of species that were indicative of an entirely different community type {prairie).
There was not a proper list of species to look for that would allow "re-discovery", but
Packard was beginning to find it in the historical record. A historical record that was now
more easily correlated to savanna restoration sites where fire disturbance had been returned
and the Oak Savanna could be seen.

Making Historical Voices Speak: Savanna
As I have discussed earlier, Packard had found three species of plants growing in the
shade of the oaks at his fire disturbed restoration site. This species list, being associated with
other plants in the region, were now growing on the site and, after presentation at the Tenth
North American Prairie Conference, were now to be correlated to those found by an early
settler to the area. During the "intellectual winter of 1985-6," as Steve describes it, "I felt
as though I had discovered the Rosetta Stone for the Savanna. "5 This mystical discovery
was an article in an 1846 issue of "The Prairie Farmer" in which Dr. S. B. Mead listed
plants he had encountered in the varying natural communities of west-central Illinois.
Packard reminds us that this piece was written by a man who had discovered Mead's

4

5

The understory species are those growing below the trees at the ground level of the savanna.

Steve Packard, "Just a Few Oddball Species: Restoration and the Rediscovery of the Tallgrass
Savanna," Restoration and Management Notes 6, 1: 19.
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milkweed and had written this text in a style "without a word of prose" perhaps increasing
its scientific merit.

Having written the lists from 1833 to 1845 as one the regions first

settlers, the descriptions are of a land largely undisturbed by European settlement. The lists
were made with a signification after the species name indicating the community type within
which it was found. Two signifiers became important for Packard's use of this list - P for
prairie and B for barrens, the name for a grassland for trees used by the country doctor
(Packard 1988).
After deciphering the "incomprehensibly ancient" scientific names used by Mead,
Packard was able to construct a list of species that Mead had marked as occurring in the
barrens. This list
Turned out to be marvelously familiar. They were the same sorts of plants - often even
the identical species - that were growing so well in our oak grove restorations and that
appeared on my published list. Few typical prairie species had a 'B' after them in Mead's
[list], and in every case those species had a 'P' as well. 6
The historical voices of the pre-settlement landscape were speaking savanna and clearly called
out its difference from the surrounding prairie.

Refuting Past Science's Ability to See
There was still a hurdle in the way of establishing the Oak Savanna's flora as a distinct
restorable community. As Packard described it,
One criticism was tough to shake. John Curtis, whose insightful and definitive studies
of the natural communities of Wisconsin set the pattern for much of our effort to
understand and preserve the Midwest's natural communities, said plainly that the savanna
was a prairie with trees. He and his student J. R. Bray had in fact published masses of
tables and statistics to make their point. They proved there was no such thing as a

6
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distinctive savanna flora - "to four decimal places" as one person put it. 7
Here was a significant body of work by an accepted authority on the natural communities of
the region who had, up until this point, the final word on the savanna's classification.
Packard, however, had in place considerable evidence that could be used to problematize
Curtis' claims. This seminal reference in the literature was made by a "blind" ecologist,
according to Packard, and never really had "seen" an Oak Savanna.
Whereas previous ecologists in search of habitat to protect as savanna had looked in the
wrong places for the wrong plants, Curtis had, perhaps, done worse. Curtis, as a scientist,
was missing things that Packard, as a restorationist, now had. One was a properly prepared
site, burned and seeded according to the needs of restoring the ability to "see" savanna, and
the other was the miraculously correlating list of S. B. Mead's. Packard argued that Curtis
had a rather degraded version of a savanna to look at that was "selected on the basis of some
rather questionable assumptions" (Packard 1988).

Curtis, argues Packard (1993),

demonstrated the "in-between" quality of the Oak Savanna based on high quality prairie and
forest remnants with full complements of representative species while the savannas examined
for comparison were of poor quality with little of their floral components intact. Of course,
claims Packard, Curtis would find little distinctiveness or high species populations in the
degraded savannas when compared to the high quality forests and prairies.

Curtis just

couldn't see the "real" savanna ecosystem.
Furthermore, argues Packard, Curtis uses definitions within the boundaries of the
prairie-savanna-forest continuum (with subtypes of wet to dry) that allowed for certain
segments of the "true" savanna to be lumped together into one type. In the high quality

7
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prairie and forest remnants all five subtypes are defined and analyzed separately. In the case
of Curtis' Oak openings (savanna), the remnant communities were so small and limited that
they couldn't be distinguished adequately into subtypes and were thus analyzed as one type.
This treatment, argues Packard, averages the various specie prevalence across the whole of
the savanna subtypes and thus denies ability to see the plant populations in an accurate and
meaningful way when compared to subtype defined prairies and forests. For Packard, the
lack of prevalent species populations and the indistinct quality of the Oak Savanna in Curtis'
work is more an "artifact of the sampling and analytic process rather than a characteristic of
the savanna part of the landscape continuum." (Packard, 1993). Curtis' inability to really
"see" the Oak Savanna had prevent his findings from being trustworthy or conclusive for the
contemporary ecologist, claims Packard, and the "research by restoration" that Packard and
his volunteers have undertaken is now producing the new benchmark for understanding the
Oak Savanna.

CHAPTER 3
DEBATING THE BOUNDARIES OF EXPERTISE

It is important to recognize the relationship of Steve Packard and the VSN to the

practices of the university based, academic ecologists in their production and application of
ecological classifications and understandings.

The practice of restorationists, as defined

earlier, can be seen as the management of the landscape using the general framework and
classifications provided by academic ecologists.

The restorationist recreates and/or

encourages the growth of an area into a representative natural system that academic ecologists
have defined. "Understanding" an ecosystem, in the context of the practice of restoration,
has been constructed as quite different from the "understanding" as produced by the academic
ecologist. According to Packard, this difference creates a hierarchy in which restorationists
perform' the "lowly management practices" and academic ecologists perform "science."
Given this boundary between ecological "science" and ecological "management," one would
not look at restoration sites and the work of restoration ecologists as the locations for the
production of new ecological knowledges or distinctly "scientific" practice.
Steve Packard and the VSN claimed to have discovered something new about the
Midwestern United States ecology. This discovery was made using the tools and practices
of restoration by a non-accredited ecologist and a group of lay persons volunteering their
weekends towards doing this "new" science. Packard has described his "research" as,
learning by a trial-and-error process using hundreds of varying uncontrolled restoration
29
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experiments. lfwe had proceeded more systematically, we would by now either have
spent a small fortune, or, using those resources available to us, we would only now be
getting the results of the first few experiments, all of which were failures. But using
craft and intuition we have developed techniques that seem to work. Forthcoming papers
will provide more detailed data and documentation. This article is written for those who
are interested in the impressions and insights gained from ten years of practical work.
(italics mine). 1
The work of restoration and the new scientific knowledge it is producing, according to
Packard, is not coming form controlled, highly systematic experiments but practical activities
aimed at saving and restoring natural areas that involve intangible components of "craft" and
"intuition. " There is something different about the way restorationists like Packard work
with and think about natural systems, and that difference is promoted or repressed by
Packard depending upon the context. In one context this difference is used, as in the passage
above, to define the restoration practices as a special activity most suited to the practical
needs of the ecosystem and the threatened species it contains. In yet another context, the
difference is scarcely noted and the practice of restoration and its contributions to ecological
science appear as if produced within the boundaries of "proper academic science."
Packard's savanna work has been attacked as not only wrong but as "bad" science
producing little, if any, objective, scientific knowledge. According to Packard, one journal
editor argued that Packard's "approach was 'dangerous' and so profoundly flawed that [he]
ought to stop working on the savanna and wait for someone who would do it right. "2 The
editor was particularly concerned "that someone might attempt restoration using the 'untested'
species on [Packard's] list." Packard felt that "the idea that someone might learn something
new about a revered natural community through lowly restoration experiments seemed
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especially to offend these critics. "3 A letter published in Science described the objection to
Packard's work as follows,
The style of restoration being promoted by Stephen Packard ... are not scientific studies in
the same way that farming is not agricultural research. Even if he is able to establish
something resembling a savanna, there will be scant objective information to tell us how
to proceed with the next restoration. In contrast, data from labor-intensive restoration at
Greene Prairie at the University of Wisconsin, Madison, Arboretum provide valuable
information about how restoration efforts could proceed. The important difference
between these two approaches to restoration is not how tedious one might be, but rather
how well each is documented and whether we can learn from each about restoration .
... Rather than diminish the approach taken by science, it would behoove practitioners of
restoration to recognize the contributions science has made, and continues to make, in
understanding the process of ecological restoration. 4

Defending Restoration as a "Feeling for the Ecosystem"
One response to such criticism was not to deny the difference of restoration from "real
science" but to expand upon the character and context of the differences. Packard and allied
restorationists see their work as a different science informed by a special relationship to the
landscape. It is a relationship in which the restorationist as "scientist" is acting as part of
nature, not apart from it. "The restoration ethic allows us once again to belong in nature .
... Our challenge now is to rediscover [our] role and play it well. "5 Restoration is different
because it involves learning and doing from within the ecosystem. In my discussions with
Steve and the volunteer restorationists it was clear that they envisioned their approach to
"knowing" the ecosystem as one which cultivated a "feeling for the organism. "6
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R. C. Anderson, "Restoration and the Oak Savanna," Science October 1, 1993: 4.

5

Steve Packard, "Restoring Oak Ecosystems," Restoration and Management Notes 11, 1: 15.
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In his writing on the early efforts to understand the savanna Packard uses passages that
discuss the embodied, sensual aspects of physically working with the landscape and discusses
the ecosystem as if a living, feeling being.

He described the plight of the oak trees as

follows,
Where the oaks were close, we could see their heavy, twisted black limbs through the thin
gray branches of ash and aspen. It was as if they were in prison or refugee camps, their
lower limbs dead or dying in the deepening shade. "Free the Oaks!" we sometimes joked.
The prairie and the natural woodland were lonely for each other, incomplete and
unhealthy - that's how we felt. 7
In discussing the actual work activities of restoration Packard relates the experiences as "real
life" sensations:
We crawled on the bare dirt that summer, expecting prairie plants to appear .... We'd
occasionally sift the splendid golden [prairie] seed through our fingers like Silas
Marner .... we pulled out multi-colored handfuls of lumpy, oozy glop. 8
Volunteers described the enjoyment they received from cutting brush and cutting down
non-native trees in terms of their physical connection to the process. "Getting dirty" and
"working up a sweat" were necessary components of a successful work day for many
volunteers. The "restoration ethic" was reproduced in the activities of the volunteers and the
writing of Packard in such a way as to clearly demarcate the boundary separating their
practice from the work of academic ecologists.

Constructed in this way, however, the

boundary takes on new meaning. It is no longer the boundary between science and nonscience, but that between a sensitive, "natural" science and a removed, "un-natural" science.
William Jordan III, a colleague of Packard's and the founder and editor of a major
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restoration journal, attempts to capture the qualities of this more "natural" science:
In recent years large numbers of people have begun to participate in restoration work on
a voluntary basis. This work then becomes part of their immediate experience - the
experiential and economic scaffold, as it were, for the creation of a system of rituals for
negotiating the relationship between the human and larger biotic communities .... The
restorationist, in working over his or her piece of land and attempting to reshape and
rebuild it, manages to establish a relationship with it that is both comprehensive and
constructive. As [Aldo] Leopold would put it, the work of restoration is "mutually
beneficial". To see this, it is necessary to look beyond the products of restoration efforts
and to consider the act or process of restoration itself, as well as the kind of relationship
with nature it suggests. Whatever its results, whatever the precise nature or quality of
its product, restoration represents a deliberate, intimate participation in the ecology of the
community or ecosystem under restoration. 9
The requirements of "proper academic science" do not allow such an intimate relationship
with the landscape as described by Jordan and Packard.

Restoration, "Packard style",

involves the "re-entry" into nature while simultaneously abstracting from that experience to
define the nature one wishes to "re-enter." The process, however, is not a reflexive one in
which the researcher sees the "natural" context of their work as constructed. Nature remains
an objective reality to be discovered and the space to work as restorationist/researcher needs
to be defended, the boundaries must be held.

Goal Directed Science: Science that can Really Save Nature?
Establishing restoration as a different kind of science that involves a "close" relationship
to the organisms under study and arguing for craft and intuition as valid bases for producing
ecological knowledge does not occur independent of an organizational context. Packard and
his supporters are quick to point this out.

The implicit message of the superiority of a

scientific practice informed by the "restorationist ethic" becomes most explicit when the
organizational and resource constraints that "demand" such a science are made clear by the
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restorationists. William Jordan III responded to the letter that criticized "Packard style"
restoration as follows:
While we all recognize the importance of careful documentation and responsible
publication of scientific work, it is important to keep in mind that much excellent work
is done and valuable insights are achieved by practitioners working under conditions that
make formal research and publication difficult. This is true in varying degrees in all
disciplines and is especially true in a field such as ecology, where the subjects of study
tend to be highly variable and insight often depends on the kind of intimacy is readily
available to the craftsman but may elude the researcher. 10
"Intimacy" and "craftsmanship" are reiterated here as a component of restoration yet they are
employed because "conditions" make "good scientific practice" difficult. These conditions
include the particular resource constraints and public expectations that come with being part
of The Nature Conservancy.
Describing the reasons for pursuing the type of science he did, Packard differentiated
"goal directed" science from "academic" science,
There are orderly ways in which an academic approach could be followed that might work
but it might be 100 years from now or even 300 years from now and all of these species
are going to go extinct and the ecotypes and genes will drop out of the gene pools ... There
is academic science and there is goal directed science ... .In academic you figure how can
I find out about everything I am interested in. I want to find all this stuff out. There is
no one saying "How can we spend the very least amount possible on research?" There
are no academics saying that. Whereas for The Nature Conservancy, we have a product
like any business. Our product is not knowledge, it is not increasing science, we need
that and it is important, but we have a different product. It is physical, it is biodiversity,
it is surviving biodiversity on the landscape. We want to spend the least amount on that
science because what we save can buy more land or advertise for new members, or
whatever. I think that is fundamentally different science. 11
It appears as if the restoration work undertaken by Packard and his colleagues attempts to
both deny the science/technology boundary and firmly establish it at the same time.
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Steve Packard, interview by author, February 1994, Chicago. Tape recorded.
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Intertwined with each other are claims for restoration as knowledge-producing science and
knowledge- applying science.
Restoration, as different from basic, academic science, achieves real, physical results
that immediately benefit nature.

In this way, Packard's restoration is not only a more

"natural" science, as discussed earlier, but is also a more politically effective science for
conservationists. The ultimate benefactor in the restorationists work, according to Packard,
is "the ecosystem" and this ecosystem is, in tum, the "product" defining good environmental
protection work. These properly restored ecosystems then benefit the continued operation
of TNC as they are seen to be "doing their job." This product, however, is not immediately
recognizable as "good" nature and its ability to function as a marker of TNC's "doing their
job" must be produced. This is when Packard's restoration challenges the boundaries of
science/technology and claims to be a knowledge producing science in the same way as
academic science.
I would say to him that we burned this half of the site and not the other and that on one
side we had all this buckthom and on the burned side I noticed that it was more healthy
and had some of the rare species coming back. They would say, "What kind of data did
you take?" and I said, "I took the data in which I looked at it with my eyes." They said,
"That is not science, you don't know anything. Speaking as a scientist, you do not know
whether fire killed the buckthom or not." I said, "I think I do, actually. As a scientist,
in fact. I think, as a scientist, I know because I looked at it with my eyes! If someone
would like to demonstrate with statistics or by sampling that we didn't kill the buckthom
then good, I would be interested in knowing that. " 12

Perhaps better than Project Hindsight or TRACES have done, Packard demonstrates the
difficulty in deciding a winner of basic science vs. goal-oriented science in producing
technological advancement. The difficulty lies in the continued importance of separating
science from technology in order to maintain the space from within which the various actors
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can work. Packard may argue for a goal oriented science, like his restoration efforts, yet
does not accept the boundaries necessary to distinguish his work as only goal-oriented and
not knowledge producing in a more general sense.

To do so would only reinforce his

dependence upon academic science to know if his goals where adequately met and "real
nature" was reproduced.

Animal Rights and Restoration
The course is clear. Ecologists, wildlife biologists and other trained
professionals agree that the only sensible approach to deer overpopulation
on the scale we are experiencing is removal by shooting.
LaurelRoss, "TheDeerProblem"
The boundaries defining the restoration efforts towards discovering/restoring the Oak
Savanna have multiple fronts to be defended. Taking on the academic scientists in order to
defend restoration as a natural, sensitive and politically expedient science restorationists
expanded upon the characteristics of the "non-science" component of their work. On this
front, the restorationists defended their work as a natural, sensitive approach to understanding
and saving nature.

This tactic served to include their work in an expanded boundary

surrounding "real science." The restorationists do not wish for just any alterations of the
boundary defining accepted scientific practice. Their goal is to include their work within the
field of ecological science while simultaneously keeping others out. Often science reformers
point to certain individuals or groups that have challenged the orthodoxy and opened up the
boundary for new ways of thinking about and doing science. It is as if these boundary
challengers wish to break down the walls for all to follow, yet it is perhaps not so simple.
The walls broken and the activities included are often specific to the context and individuals
at hand. The activities of boundary breaking may also require the simultaneous activity of
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boundary construction to insure that others do not follow in behind.
Animal rights activists 13 are one such group whose presence required the restorationists
to reverse their tactics in order to restore the boundary of science/non-science behind

themselves.

The animal activists were challenging restoration of the Oak Savanna as

insensitive, unnatural and not representative of proper environmental science. For the animal
activists the individual animals that make up a species population are deserving of care and
attention in order to minimize interference and/or suffering inflicted upon them. The main
problem with restoration, for these activists, is the killing of deer on restoration sites.
Killing of deer appeared to many animal activists as an unnecessary and arbitrary expression
of power over the otherwise helpless creatures. These activists did not attack the reasons or
scientific justifications for deer "removal." Their concerns, they claimed, were moral ones.
In response to the critiques put forward by the animal rights activists, restorationists and
other allied scientists, including those who may have previously attacked Packard's Oak
Savanna work, joined together to deny the validity of the claims against them. In doing so,
the restorationists re-established the boundary between science and non-science by portraying
their work as objective, real science.

The animal rights activists were simply emotional

people who didn't understand the larger scientific principles involved:
The issue .. .is not whether to save the deer, it is whether to save the forest. The question
is not one of morality, it is one of ecology .... A centuries old ecological balance among
species has suddenly been thrown asunder .... By accepting responsibility as stewards, we

13

It is perhaps unfair to characterize animal rights activists as a group. The activists are quite
varied in their beliefs and understandings and any attempt to simply define them as a group or
community would be misleading. My definition of this group, as with "academic ecologists", comes
out of their appearance and representations within the context of the Oak Savanna restoration debate.
They are a group only in their construction by both parties as the negotiation of "proper science"
occurs.
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accept guarding the balances among species as our primary moral obligation. 14
The threat of animal rights activists lies not only in the need for public support to
continue restoration activities on public lands but is also due to the fact that the removal of
deer is part of a set of activities that define what it means to do "natural," embedded science
on behalf of natural systems. As Laurel Ross, Northern Illinois Preserve Manager for TNC,
has written,
Deer control parallels other management techniques. Because we know fire is essential
but cannot live with uncontrolled wild fire in a populated area, we have substituted safe,
controlled burning. Nature provided wolves, bears, mountain lions and people to keep
deer populations in balance. If we cannot tolerate these large predators in our cities, then
we owe our natural areas a substitute that we and they can live with. 15
In the case of the Oak Savanna re-discovery, boundary practices are not simply one way
battles.

The breaking in or redefinition of existing boundaries comes with attendant

responsibilities to maintain the overall credibility within the boundaries one has recently
entered. The contradictory practices exhibited by restorationists not only opened space within
which to work but attempted to guarantee this privilege in battles to come.

Cultural vs. Scientific Understandings of Nature
Ideas about nature that are deeply ingrained in our culture are coming into conflict with
new directions in the science and practice of nature conservation .... I think we in the
Midwest have bumped up against the traditional thinking particularly hard because in
savanna restoration we have a particularly knotty challenge on our hands.
Steve Packard, "RestoringOakEcosystems"
Commonly held beliefs are often the things sociologists like to shatter. We, as experts

14

John Fitzpatrick, Ryerson Almanac, quoted in Laurel Ross, "The Deer Problem," Brush Piles
Winter 1991-92: 1.
15

Laurel Ross, "The Deer Problem," Brush Piles, Winter 1991-92: 4.
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in studying one aspect of society or another, point out the problems in perception "other"
people may have in confusing their "beliefs" about social phenomenon and the "reality" we
have supposedly discovered.

This is also true for Steve Packard and the Oak Savanna

restorationists. Central to the boundary debates surrounding restoration practices and the
savanna is the constant need to establish the boundary between the "truths" of science and
the "un-truths" of traditionally held beliefs. No one is safe, according to Packard, from the
influence of these "cultural ideas" as even professionally trained scientist's thinking can be
clouded by these "traditional" ways of thinking. Science is separate from culture for the
restorationists and sometimes culture needs to change its ways in order to conform to the
truths produced by science, even if that science is sensitive, natural and best for the
environment. This separation from culture allows the restorationists a priviledge to define
the environmental problem. This ability to define makes the restorationists the "owners" of
a new social problem.

CHAPTER 4
OWNING A SOCIAL PROBLEM

People are attracted to the Prairie Project by a love of nature, cherishing
the forest preserves as places of beauty where it is possible to quiet our
minds, nourish our spirits, and even experience joy. As we are initiated
into the discipline of ecological restoration we begin to see with more
discriminating eyes. This has sweet rewards ... There also are sorrows.
Having learned to recognize the symptoms, we see languishing natural
areas all around us. "
- Laurel Ross, "Thoughts on the Deer Problem"

The establishment of the Oak Savanna as a distinct natural community has thus far been
presented as two interrelated activities; one, the construction of the evidence proving the
ecosystem's reality and, two, the boundary work necessary to establish expertise and the
"scientific" validity of "Packard style restoration." Perhaps the Oak Savanna "story" should
be told as an account of the negotiation of the "right tools" with which to understand the
natural world. Clarke and Fujimura (1992) introduced the notion of the "right tools for the
job" as a means for understanding the co-construction of the activities, and their
interrelationships, that constitute the situation or context of particular scientific work. From
this perspective, the debate over the Oak Savanna is the debate over control of the context
of what it means to do ecological science and conservation practice. Restoration techniques
and the use of "citizen scientists" comprise the tools of "Packard style restoration." The
application of fire, non-native vegetation removal, deer population reduction, and seeding,
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all performed by an organization of volunteers, are established as the "right tools" for the
job. These tools are established as "right" in their co-construction along with the criteria for
"rightness" and the definition of the "jobs" they are right for (Clarke and Fujimura, 1992).

Creating the Right Tools for the Job
"Fire is essential. No fire, no savanna," writes Steve Packard in "Tallgrass Savanna
Restoration Basics. "1 As discussed earlier, Packard found the Oak Savanna to be dependent
on the continued disturbance of fire. One could not properly "see" a degraded Savanna
remnant without the application of fire first. With this, Packard was able to argue against
the validity of previous accounts of supposed Savanna sites. But this is not the only benefit
of establishing the importance of fire for the Savanna. Fire was not established as a key for
understanding and "re-discovering" the Oak Savanna independent of the constructions of the
"natural" or the degraded landscape as an "environmental problem." The previous chapters'
discussion makes this point. The establishment of the Oak Savanna Classification required
the re-negotiation of what constitutes proper scientific practice and who is best able to do
so. The very meaning of "nature" was reworked and the practices that could be considered
"natural" were re-defined. Whereas fire may have proven successful in restoring prairies2
in Illinois, its use now demanded a new context within which it would make sense once
again.

1

Steve Packard, "Just a Few Oddball Species: Restoration and the Rediscovery of the Tallgrass
Savanna," Restoration and Management Notes 6, 1: 21.
2

Bob Betz, considered a pioneer of prairie restoration in 1960's and 1970's successfully
employed fire to restore many prairie sites thought to be severely degraded and of little conservation
importance. Steve Packard and others reference the work of Betz as proof that others were unable
to "see" without the help of fire and other missing natural forces.
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Setting fires in the local forest preserve is an activity discouraged by preserve
authorities. Given the context of the forest preserve as a small, protected area bordered by
business space and private homes, setting fire seems a reckless and ill-advised practice. But
if forest preserves are meant to be relatively authentic pieces of the local, pre-settlement
natural communities then almost any activity that can be defined as "natural" could be argued
to belong safely on preserve grounds3 • Making fire "right" for the health of the preserve
required the re-casting of the preserve within the context of ecological restoration. The
forest preserve was to become more than a static parcel of land, stashed away from human
interventions. These places were re-defined by Packard and the VSN as "sick" places in
need of human help. The ecological value of these preserves were thrown into question and
the application of restoration techniques, such as fire, appeared more appropriate.

The

ecological condition of the preserve was made problematic by the VSN in a rather precise
way.
Successfully establishing the "context" of restoration creates a language and set of
practices by which this "environmental problem" can be understood and legitimately dealt
with. "Owning" this context and the science that defines it is like the "ownership" of a social
problem (Gusfield 1981, 1989). The forest preserve's natural communities are described as
sick and their healthy state is defined through the results of restoration experiments. The
"unnatural" state of the preserves is constructed so as to locate the problem in the preserve.

3

Of course the rules of proper behavior for the forest preserve involve more than just the criteria
of "natural." Public nudity, for example, could be defended as our "natural" condition, yet it
conflicts with other criteria of proper behavior. What is proper activity in the forest preserve is
defined by a vast array of criteria, each with their own logic and supporters. In the context of
maintaining the health of the preserve' s natural components, however, activities are judged primarily
as to their "naturalness."
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The landscape is sick and unable to heal itself. It is in need of human "participation" to
remedy its illness. Suddenly, the neighboring forest preserve is no longer just a playground
or jogging trail but a "social problem" - a site of environmental crisis. The establishment
of restoration techniques as appropriate depends upon the continued control of the "situation"
which safely defines the problem and its cure. In describing the creation and ownership of
a social problem, Gusfield (1989) states,

If, however, the difficulties are understood to be those of moral diversity, of contested
meanings, then the problem is a political issue and no system of training can provide help.
If the condition is perceived as that of individual illness or deficiency, then there can be
a social technology, a form of knowledge and skill, that can be effectively learned. That
knowledge is the mandate for a profession's license to 'own' their social problem. Insofar
as it is accepted it constitutes the source of ownership of a problem.
To 'own' a problem is to be obligated to claim recognition of a problem and to have
information and ideas about it given a high degree of attention and credibility, to the
exclusion of others. To 'own' a social problem is to possess the authority to name that
condition a 'problem' and to suggest what might be done about it. It is the power to
influence the marshalling of public facilities - laws, enforcement abilities, opinions, goods
and services - to help solve the problem. 4
Given this perspective, the story of the Oak Savanna is seen, in part, as a battle over
the ownership of the environmental problem in which restoration is the cure. Central to the
successful ownership and maintenance of this social problem is the ability to locate the basic
components of the "problem" in nature and thus make scientific practice the privilege route
for understanding. In doing so, the degraded ecosystems and diminished biodiversity of the
forest preserve are not open to diverse interpretation or the politics of "contested meaning. "5

4

Joseph Gusfield, "Constructing the Ownership of Social Problems: Fun and Profit in the
Welfare State," Social Problems 36, 5: 433.
5

The use of restortion, it could be argued, depoliticizes the environmental problem by locating
in nature and denying or ignoring the structural issues that brought about the destruction of the
landscape. It should also be noted that the context of "Packard style restoration" makes the
continued ownership nearly guaranteed as the land will need constant restoration in order to be kept
"natural" and, in displaying this more natural appearance, will justify more management.
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Returning to the debate over Steve Packard's restoration work it is clear that the points
of contention center on the issues defining the condition of the forest preserves as a
"problem." The definition of "nature" and the "natural" is one area that receives much
attention from critics of Packard's work. In response to these criticisms Packard attempts
to explain the meaning of "natural" in the context of environmental restoration. In doing so,
he must be careful to maintain its status as one to be "recovered" by ecological restoration.
"Nature," in the context of conservation, becomes a meaning rooted in the "situation" of
"Packard style restoration."
For many animal rights activists, the issues of restoration practice are ethical ones.
They are issues over the moral responsibilities of humans in their dealings with other
animals. The demands of these activists address the character of the bases of the "social
problem" constructed in the forest preserve. Challenging the killing of deer as unethical
poses the issue of "what acts will be considered natural?" in moral terms. The issue for them
is promoted as one of conflicting values or contested meanings. The issue is then a political
one and ownership of the problem dependent upon the character of that issue becomes
troublesome. Denying the validity of the animal rights position requires the refocusing of
the issue back on the ecosystem. Putting the issue back onto nature makes it a scientific
issue and not one of moral debate. Laurel Ross, Northern Illinois Stewardship ??? for the
Illinois Chapter, puts it clearly when she writes, "Friends. This is not a dispute between
deer lovers and deer haters. Let us keep the focus on the ecosystem. The inescapable fact
is that there is an acute and growing problem "6 But what of the attempts of other scientists
who challenge the "naturalness" of Steve Packard's restoration work? How do their critiques

6

Laurel Ross, "Thoughts on the Deer Problem," Prairie Projections February, 1992: 10.
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differ and how are they dealt with.
In defending their work against critics within the scientific community, Packard and the
VSN vary their tactics based on the character of the attack. The "academic ecologists" who
challenge Packard's work as unscientific already share a commitment in maintaining the
issues underlying the "problem" in nature. Their attacks, then, are defended against by
making the issues moral ones that demand different tactics. In doing so, Packard is able to
deny the shared ownership of the problem as the issues that define it fall more within the
VSN approach than that of "academic ecology". Establishing the issues as "saving nature"
and "learning to live as part of nature" refuses the academic scientists' expertise in dealing
with natural concerns and limits their claims on this social problem. Doing so, however,
does not cost Packard and the VSN anything as they have established a context in which their
work is "science" and "saving nature" at the same time. The "feeling for the organism"
approach allows for considerable flexibility in defining the extent of this embodied, sensual
component of the work - exaggerating it when safe and limiting it when needed.
If we see the Oak Savanna debate as the debate over ownership of a social problem we

are able to reexamine the boundary work and claims making processes as necessary
components of problem construction and maintenance. There is something further, however,
that this perspective brings to this debate. Viewing the classification of nature as the creation
of a social problem allows us to move beyond the production of knowledge and begin to
explore the points of translation and consumption.

It is here that the "problems" and

concepts constructed in the "scientific" debate become public ones, making the forest
preserves the site of education and enrollment.
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Public Space as Laboratory
Some critics of nature preserves and the ideals of restoration argue that these preserves
and small restored pieces are nothing more than "museums of nature. " The goal of these
critics is to deny the preserves inclusion into some sort of definition of "real" nature. These
"museum pieces" are hopelessly small, dependent upon constant human attention for survival
and are only representations of pre-settlement fantasies of a lost, more pristine past. There
are some grounds for making these claims. The preserves are often small and dependent
upon constant management. But what strikes the sociological observer as most astute about
these complaints is the recognition of the restored sites(sights) as museums. While the critic
may use the comparison of museum to make the preserve less natural and only
representation, the sociologist has already assumed the preserve as representation. Thinking
of the restored savanna as museum reminds us of the social uses of this representation in
furthering the reality of the Oak Savanna.
The transformation of the Cook County Forest Preserve into an Oak Savanna is much
like the construction of a museum exhibit of the same thing.

The restored Savanna,

however, is not as easily recognizable as an exhibit as is a painted wooden model behind
glass. Certainly they are different things. The preserve achieves many of the goals desired
of it in terms of supporting greater biodiversity and protecting certain evolutionary lines,
something the wooden model does not appear to do.

The preserve does something else

better, though, that the wooden model was made to do. The preserve acts as a conscription
device (reference?) enrolling allies in support of the Oak Savanna's reality and the value of
restoration. The components of the restored Savanna ecosystem are themselves inscriptions
(Latour 1979, 1987) which allow for the most readable evidence in support of the Oak

47
Savanna. These preserves allow for immersion in the proof of the Savanna's existence.
Signs placed in the preserves remind the visitor that he or she is physically experiencing a
restored piece of nature in the same way a sign calls attention to the contents of the glass
case in the museum hall.
The Oak Savanna restoration on forest preserve land brings together an "unenlightened"
public and the inscriptions defining the reality of the Oak Savanna. This connection is a
carefully orchestrated one. The efforts in maintaining the system as a conscription device
are not unlike those performed by museum curators. The placement of signs announcing the
site as restored prairie or savanna, the availability of trail guides and, on restoration work
days, the guided tour of the preserve and restoration activities. The public is educated in this
way about the pre-settlement landscape, the existence of the various ecosystems and the
centrality of restoration in curing the environmental problem that threatens the preserves.
Some visitors to the preserve during a work day may be alarmed at the removal of brush
or the cutting down of trees.

For these visitors, the restoration activities appear to be

dismantling the very things that make the preserve meaningful to them. These moments offer
the restorationists an opportunity to "educate" the visitors as to the "natural" condition of the
landscape and the "naturalness" of the restoration activities. Writing on the need to educate
the public about the Oak Savanna and the importance of restoration activities, Paul Gobster,
social scientist for the Forest Preserve District, states,
We know that many people find favor with the structural qualities of the oak savanna, but
are not aesthetically 'tuned in' to the characteristics needed to maintain and restore the
ecological integrity of this and other natural communities. How can we implement
activities in ways that are sensitive to public concerns and work towards creating a more
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holistic appreciation of natural landscapes?7
The article goes on to explain the various techniques (museum practices?) that serve to
integrate the restoration work into public space. Examples include the use of fencing or
mowing to set off the restoration site and let people know it is "different," the use of on-site
signage as well as newsletters and "word of mouth" to let people know what is going on and
why, and the careful use of nature trails and public tours in order to introduce visitors to the
restored savanna because "The beauty of the oak savanna often exhibits itself in subtle ways,
and thus is more likely to be discovered with knowledge of the plants and experience of
ecological processes over time. "8
Beyond this laboratory, however, the concept of the Oak Savanna and the context of
"Packard style restoration" remains limited unless this "context" can be brought upon the
other sites and interests can be constructed and enrolled. This is a stage late in the making
of the Oak Savanna as Ecological fact.

Successful translation to the entire Midwestern

landscape requires considerable activity in establishing the context which makes the Oak
Savanna real. The beginnings of this process are found in the "Oak Savanna Conference
Working Sessions" in which "specialists, experts and decision makers" 9 came together to
hammer out the fundamentals of Oak Savanna science and restoration. The ultimate goal of
these working sessions was to come up with a draft of a "Recovery Plan" that would orient
local, state and national agencies toward the identification, protection and restoration of Oak
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Paul Gobster, "Perceptions of the Urban Savanna: Reuniting Ecological Structure and
Function," (1993) TMs [photocopy], p. 8.
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9

Ibid., 11.

Karen Holland, Region Five EPA, interview by author, February 15, 1993, Chicago. Tape
recorded.
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Savanna communities. The document would make real the existence of the Oak Savanna for
those responsible for funding decisions and setting conservation priorities. Beyond these
goals, however, the document would serve to make the "fact" of the Oak Savanna
translatable to the many possible spaces in which it could be restored and/or re-discovered.
The organization of the conference was done, in part, by Steve Packard and members
of the VSN, some of whom worked for the EPA. The hopes for the conference sessions
were similar to those activities already played out by Steve and the VSN earlier.

The

practices of establishing the context of Oak Savanna restoration in the Northeastern Illinois
area were to be reenacted in this two day session with ramifications for the entire Midwestern
U.S.. It was "Latourian science" in the space of two days in downtown Chicago in order
to create the Oak Savanna as fact from Minnesota to Texas.

The EPA staff member

responsible for much of the conference organization discussed the design of the conference
as follows,
What is different about the conference is that a lot of these scientists won't want to do it
this way .... A lot of them are nervous about working with people who they may not think
are scientists, and who indeed are not scientists but may be restorationists who have a
different kind of knowledge .... This is not science. No, this is not science. It's probably
a tool that scientists can use, but it is not strict science. It is a valid process when you
are talking about conservation. It might (laughs) even be a valid process when you're
talking about science. You are getting together a whole bunch of peoples minds at one
time and you're debating and thinking and working on a problem. Whether that problem
is "is that species an Oak Savanna species or not?" Maybe this is the proper way to do
it. Maybe we have got all the science that we can get out of it. Maybe this is a new way
of doing it! 10
The tension between recognizing the practice of enrolling support for the Oak Savanna
classification as science and politics is an understandable one. The conference, itself, could
best be seen as a large, elaborate inscription device creating the readable traces defining the
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Oak Savanna's existence in the form of a recovery plan.

The conference itself was

unambiguously science and the inscriptions it produced translated the Oak Savanna's reality
throughout the Midwest.

CHAPTER 5
CONCLUSION

Envisioning the appearance of an "ecotopian" American landscape is perhaps impossible
without the also envisioning the practices that will achieve such a landscape and be able to
maintain it.

The emerging field of ecological restoration is creating such visions and

establishing both the practices and landscape characteristics that may someday prove to be
the shape of the natural environment and our relationship to it. But how do we explore the
possibilities of such a future and where do we look for answers to questions about becoming
more "natural?" Up to this point in Western culture, scientific practices, broadly defined,
have been the privileged means for answering such questions about nature. That privileged
position, however, remains in doubt as alternative ways of knowing begin to threaten the
authority of scientific practice. The sociology of science has contributed to the decline of
scientific authority. In doing so, we have attempted to establish the contingent character of
scientific knowledges and opened up the possibility that certain facts about nature could have
easily been constructed in other ways.

Also opened up in this process of demystifying

scientific practice and bringing it back in alongside other cultural forms of claims making is
the frightening possibility that problems, constructed or not, have no a-priori privileged
spokesperson or "truly" expert practitioners who society can depend upon for resolving their
problems. The story of the Oak Savanna reminds us of both the power and the problems
inherent in the constructivist study of science.
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Having been able to enter the debate over the reality of the Oak Savanna Ecosystem
prior to its "black-boxing" allowed me a special look at the social processes of making a
natural fact.

In doing so I found several interrelated activities being undertaken

simultaneously as claims were maid and denied. The initial claim as to the distinctive fauna
that made up the savanna community required the enrollment of artifactual nature, historical
documents, previous research findings, and the institutional resources of The Nature
Conservancy. Artifactual nature 1 underdetermines what organization will be seen on the
landscape and what form of human interaction with these natural components will be deemed
"natural." While an account of this type does not prove or disprove the existence (Collins
1985) of the Oak Savanna, it does remind us of the importance of certain social practices and
networks that largely determine the shape and content of the natural claim.
Following the process of making the Oak Savanna a "real" ecosystem lead me to issues
of expertise and the boundary work employed to establish the legitimate positions from which
to speak for nature. Once again, the relative merits of each group could not be assumed apriori but were defined in the process of negotiating the boundaries of expertise.

The

constructivist approach brought out clearly the often contradictory practices involved in
defending one's claim to best speak for nature.

In the case of the Oak Savanna, Steve

Packard and the VSN found themselves defending their work from the criticism of both the
"academic ecologists" whose turf they were invading and the animal rights activists whose
ethical commitments they were violating. In order to defend their work as valid even though
it was unlike the work of the "academic ecologists" the restorationists presented their practice

1

Even this definition is problematic and defined in the process of negotiation of both nature and
the context within which it is to be understood.
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as a sensitive, more natural practice that relied on a close relationship to nature. On the
other front, however, the restorationists differentiated their concerns from animal rights
activists as hard, removed, unemotional science. What seemed like the simple discovery of
ecological knowledge was now becoming a story of social negotiation, debate and
exclusionary boundary work. Raw nature was no where to be found in deciding the fate of
the Oak Savanna.
My analysis then repositioned the Oak Savanna debate as the debate over the
appropriateness of restoration as producer of scientific knowledge. From this perspective,
the creation of a "context" in which restoration would be judged brings together all of the
social practices involved in making the Oak Savanna real.

Likening this "context"

construction to the making and owning of a social problem underlined the political character
and importance of this social process. By successfully constructing the "problem" in nature,
the ecological restorationists were able to make their techniques most suitable for the
understanding and resolution to these previously invisible "environmental problem."
Finally, I explored the use of the preserve site on public land as conscription device able
to bring the "proof" of the Oak Savanna to the public. Making this public preserve an "open
laboratory" allowed interaction between restorationists and "uneducated" visitors that spread
the word about restoration and enroll support and understanding for the context of restoration
"Packard style." Beyond the Chicago site, however, a means for translating accurately this
context to other Midwestern landscapes was needed. The Oak Savanna Conference working
sessions provided this in the form of a national recovery plan.
The Oak Savanna Ecosystem appears now as a somewhat more complex and socially
contingent entity than might otherwise be discernable ten or twenty years down the road.
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This is the power of such constructivist analyses.

Seemingly natural, readily apparent

concepts are problematized and the social activities responsible for creating and maintaining
such knowledges are made clear. A problem remains, however, for such cases as the Oak
Savanna.

As a committed environmentalist, as I consider myself, what am I or others

sharing my environmental concerns to make with such information. What status does the
natural world have for those who share a concern for protecting what we see as
representative of that world? What criteria do we use to define the natural world and those
qualified to comment on it?
The relativist position that informs such analyses as this do not remove the ability, and
in the case of the Oak Savanna may enhance it. As I have discussed earlier in this paper,
the ability to deny privilege towards scientific accounts which claim to carry the weight of
nature allows for the politicization of issues that were once illegitimately thought of in
political terms. The power in constructivist studies may ultimately be in re-defining the
political arena for making scientific, technological and environmental decisions.

Making Nature Problematic in Environmental Sociology
Constructivist approaches to the sociology of science and technology are perhaps a
missing component in much of the environmental sociology literature.
granted is the character and content of "environmental problems."

Often taken for

Analyses are done

accepting unproblematically the conceptual frameworks inherent in the scientific contexts
which define the "environmental problem." Some recent work, however, points to a change
in sociological literature dealing with the natural environment. Taylor and Buttel (1992a,b)
are an example of such work as they begin to explore the social practices of science which
define the environmental problem and how those definitions constrain or facilitate positive
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action. Steven Yearley's work (1991) is also notable as it explores the nature of scientific
argument and rhetoric as groups struggle to establish the reality of environmental problems
and bring action to their resolution.
The case of the Oak Savanna restoration contributes, I hope, toward this goal of
expanding sociology of science concerns within environmental sociology. This analysis in
particular points to the problematic use of "ecology" as a "non-hierarchical, holistic science"
when referring to the practices of applied ecological science.

Often the rhetoric of the

environmental movement finds a wishful place alongside our work as we try to establish new
ways of envisioning the natural world. The social practices involved in the Oak Savanna
case demonstrate rather clearly that such rhetoric misses the complex negotiations involved
and serve to only mystify the science that helps to define our experience of the natural world.
Environmental sociology informed by a constructivist perspective allows for new means of
envisioning the natural world and opens the door to political contributions and syntheses
otherwise denied by frameworks of understanding that have gone unchallenged.

Contributions to Sociology of Science and Technology
Considering the natural environment as a built environment is no longer such a strange
orientation. The landscape of most of the world has been altered for thousands of years by
human habitation. Realizing this and accepting that we can and do make decisions that affect
what the natural world will look like makes concern for ecological restoration analogous to
other concerns explored in the sociology of technology literature. The technologies that are
seen to destroy and pollute the earth have brought forth calls for more democratic
participation and social and scientific analyses to examine the social and environmental costs
of their implementation. The technologies that define and restore the natural world must also
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fall under such scrutiny. The tools growing out of the sociology of technology literature
could provide us with the means by which to begin to take apart the social networks invoked
by such technologies and devise means of implementation and design that afford the most
democratic participation.
The social shaping of many technologies has been explored in depth. Various claims
as to the disproportionate representation in the designing of such technologies has been put
forward. Other claims as to the disproportionate effects of certain technologies have been
made by groups hurt by these artifacts. Feminist critiques about the design and construction
of buildings and public spaces are a good example of such work. Perhaps the same needs
to begin to be produced about the built natural environment. Certainly the exclusionary
practices of defining what it is that will be saved and protected as representative nature
should be examined.

As we become more sophisticated in theory and methodological

concerns the sociological study of technology could begin to deal with issues concerning the
social ramifications of certain ecological restoration practices.

The Postmodern Landscape?
The reconstructed prairies and Oak Savannas of Illinois are largely the only
representatives of nature most urban residents will experience. These preserves and natural
areas are social products of both intentional and unintentional outcomes of human activity.
What are we to make of such a landscape? The fear, as expressed by McKibben and
Mander, is that our society will end up with various theme park like enclosures of nature in
which these poor versions of "authentic" nature will be pawned off on a naive public as
"exposure to the natural world". Having not yet moved beyond the acceptance of the socially
contingent quality of our conceptual constructions of nature, many will be most unwilling
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to accept the socially constructed versions of physical nature.

Will our restored

representations of nature collapse in on the notion of authentic nature and any distinctions
between the two be lost to hyperspace in some Baudrillardian fantasy?
From the constructivist perspective the distinction between representation and reality is
one that is created by actors in the process of negotiating the definition of the entity's reality.
Does this leave our analyses unable to differentiate an industrial park from a prairie? A sort
of political relativism more suited to the "wise use" contingent than anyone else. Perhaps
not. Does the Oak Savanna become indifferentiable from the housing development on its
borders because we establish its contingency? Of course not. What we do is establish a
different sort of postmodern landscape in which the denial of distinctions concerns the
privilege to speak for nature not in the ability to envision some shared criteria for making
such distinctions. Establishing the contingent quality of what we may have taken as natural
creates a space from which to re-envision new conceptualizations or not to do so.
Establishing the contingent quality of definitions of the natural environment allows us to
question the political practices that determine how these definitions get made and who or
what these decisions may affect. But creating the space to do these things may not be all we
can contribute.
The perspective of "owning" a social problem in looking at the establishment of the
science to see and restore the Oak Savanna points towards a concern for allowing democratic
participation in defining the natural world. The Nature Conservancy and the VSN have
constructed the context in which the forest preserves changes are seen as a social problem.
In doing so they have limited valid comment to that which conforms to the language and
practice of their restoration and conservation activities.

One can only speculate on the
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ramifications of such ownership beyond control of the funding and resources that can be
directed at such "problems." It is possible that such ownership by restoration scientists limits
political content of the problems frame. Limiting participation to those granted scientific
credibility silences voices that are inherently political. The problem will likely remain in
nature and not grow to include the larger, structural problems that may cause greater habitat
destruction and pollution. If we accept the socially contingent quality of our physical and
conceptual constructions of nature than it seems reasonable to expect broad based, democratic
participation on issues of the natural environment.
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